Walt Whitman (May 31, 1819 — March 26, 1892) 
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Born: Walter Whitman 
May 31, 1819 
West Hills, New York, U.S. 
Died: March 26, 1892 (aged 72) 
Camden, New Jersey, U.S. 
American poet, essayist and journalist. 
Walter “Walt” Whitman was an American poet, essayist and journalist. 
As a Humanist, he was a part of the transition between Transcendentalism and Realism, 
incorporating both views in his works. In 1858 Whitman published 47,000 word series called Manly 
Health and Training under pen name ‘Mase Velsor’. 
He is often called the father of Free Verse. 
He is famous for his poetry collection Leaves of Grass, which was very controversial in its time 
because it was described as obscene for its overt sexuality. It was first published in 1855. 
In New York he founded his own newspaper Long Islander. He served as a publisher, editor, 
pressman and distributor. 
As the American War was beginning in 1861, Whitman published his poem Beat! Beat! Drums! as a 
patriotic rally call for the North. 
At the end of 1891, he prepared final edition of Leaves of Grass, nicknamed the “Deathbed Edition”. 
He published total 7 editions of it. 
In the last week of his life, he wrote — “I suffer all the time, I have no relief, no escape: It is 
monotony —monotony — monotony — in pain”. 
Whitman is famous for propounding “Temperance Novel” into literature by writing a temperance 
novel “Franklin Evans”. 
Important Works of Whitman 
o The Inebriate or Franklin Evans (1842), the only novel by Whitman 
o Leaves of Grass (1855 first edition and 1891 last and 7th edition) 
= “Peace is beautiful” appears in this poem. 
= The poems are loosely connected and each represents Whitman’s celebration of his 
philosophy of life and humanity. 
= Among the poems in the collection are — 
e Song of Myself 
I Sing the Body Electric 
Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking 
O Captain! My Captain! 
Later editions included Whitman’s elegy to the assassinated President 
Abraham Lincoln, “When lilacs last in the Dooryard Bloom”. 

e This poem collection has its genesis in an essay called The Poet by Ralph 
Waldo Emerson published in 1844. 

e About the deathbed edition of 1892 of this poem collection he said —“L. of G. 
at last complete — after 33 years of hackling at it, all times and moods of my 
life, fair weather and foul, all parts of the land and Peace & War, Young and 
Old”. 

In the deathbed edition Leaves of Grass contained almost 400 poems while it was only 12 in 
the first edition. 
o Drum — Taps (1865) 
o Democratic Vistas (1871) 
o O Captain! My Captain! (1865) 
= [tis an extended Metaphor poem about the death of American President Abraham 
Lincoln. 
= It was included in the comprehensive collection Leaves of Grass’s fourth edition in 
1867. 
* It is classified as an elegy or mourning poem written to honour Abraham Lincoln who 
was assassinated in 1865. 
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= Opening lines of the Poem: — 
“O Captain! My Captain! Our fearful trip is done 
The ship has weather’d every rack, the prize we sought is won.’ 
Song of Myself (1855) 
o This poem was published as a part of first edition of Leaves of Grass in 1855. 
o This poem has been credited as — 
“Representing the core of Whitman’s poetic vision”. 
o In the first edition it was published without title and section but in the last edition of 1892 it 
took on the title “Song of Myself’. 
o In this poem he describes that he is 37 years old. 
“T, now thirty seven years old in perfect health begin, 
Hoping to cease not till death.” 
A Passage to India (Poem) 
A Sight in Camp in the Day — Break Gray and Dim. 
Sun-Down Papers — From the desk of a school master in an essay series by Whitman. 
A humanist (Humanism is a philosophical stance that emphasizes the individual and social potential and agency of human beings. It considers 
human beings as the starting point for serious moral and philosophical inquiry.), he was a part of the transition between 
transcendentalism (Transcendentalism is a philosophical movement that developed in the late 1820s and 1830s in New England. 
A core belief is in the inherent goodness of people and nature, and while society and its institutions have corrupted the purity of the 
individual, people are at their best when truly "self-reliant" and independent. Transcendentalists saw divine experience inherent in the 
everyday, rather than believing in a distant heaven. Transcendentalists saw physical and spiritual phenomena as part of dynamic 
processes rather than discrete entities. 
Transcendentalism emphasizes subjective intuition over objective empiricism . Adherents believe that individuals are capable of 
generating completely original insights with little attention and deference to past masters. It arose as a reaction, to protest against 
the general state of intellectualism and spirituality at the time. The doctrine of the Unitarian church as taught at Harvard Divinity 
School was closely related. 
Transcendentalism emerged from "English and German Romanticism, the Biblical criticism of Johann Gottfried Herder and Friedrich 
Schleiermacher, the skepticism of David Hume", and the transcendental philosophy of Immanuel Kant and German Idealism. Miller 
and Versluis regard Emanuel Swedenborg and Jakob B6hme as pervasive influences on transcendentalism. It was also strongly 
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influenced by Hindu texts on philosophy of the mind and spirituality, especially the Upanishads.) and realism (Literary realism is 
a literary genre, part of the broader realism in arts, that attempts to represent subject-matter truthfully, avoiding 
speculative fiction and supernatural elements. It originated with the realist art movement that began with mid- 
nineteenth-century French literature (Stendhal) and Russian literature (Alexander Pushkin). Literary realism attempts to 


represent familiar things as they are. Realist authors chose to depict everyday and banal activities and experiences. ), 
incorporating both views in his works. 

Whitman is among the most influential poets in the American canon, often called the father of free 
verse. 

Whitman's major poetry collection, Leaves of Grass, was first published in 1855 with his own money 
and became well known. The work was an attempt at reaching out to the common person with an 
American epic. He continued expanding and revising it until his death in 1892. 

His poetry often focused on both loss and healing. On the death of Abraham Lincoln, whom 
Whitman greatly admired, he wrote his well known poems, "O Captain! My Captain!" and 
"When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd", and gave a series of lectures. 

Whitman's influence on poetry remains strong. Mary Whitall Smith Costelloe argued: "You cannot 
really understand America without Walt Whitman, without Leaves of Grass ... He has expressed that 
civilization, 'up to date,' as he would say, and no student of the philosophy of history can do without 
him." Modernist poet Ezra Pound called Whitman "America's poet ... He is America." 

Whitman looked back on his childhood as generally restless and unhappy, given his family's difficult 
economic status. One happy moment that he later recalled was when he was lifted in the air and 
kissed on the cheek by the Marquis de Lafayette during a celebration in Brooklyn on July 4, 1825. 

In 1852, he serialized a novel titled Life and Adventures of Jack Engle: An Auto-Biography: A Story 
of New York at the Present Time in which the Reader Will Find Some Familiar Characters in six 
installments of New York's The Sunday Dispatch. In 1858, Whitman published a 47,000 word series 
called Manly Health and Training under the pen name Mose Velsor. Apparently he drew the name 
Velsor from Van Velsor, his mother's family name. 
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As early as 1850, he began writing what would become Leaves of Grass, a collection of 
poetry which he would continue editing and revising until his death. Whitman intended to 
write a distinctly American epic and used free verse with a cadence based on the Bible. At the 
end of June 1855, Whitman surprised his brothers with the already-printed first edition of 
Leaves of Grass. 

Whitman paid for the publication of the first edition of Leaves of Grass himself. 

total of 795 copies were printed. 

the first edition being a small book of twelve poems, and the last, a compilation of over 400. 
With one exception (O Captain, My Captain), its poems do not rhyme or follow standard 
rules for meter and line length. 

Leaves of Grass is also notable for its discussion of delight in sensual pleasures during a time 
when such candid displays were considered immoral. The book was highly controversial 
during its time for its explicit sexual imagery, and Whitman was subject to derision by many 
contemporary critics. 

Leaves of Grass is also notable for its discussion of delight in sensual pleasures during a time 
when such candid displays were considered immoral. The book was highly controversial 
during its time for its explicit sexual imagery, and Whitman was subject to derision by many 
contemporary critics. 

There have been held to be either six or nine editions of Leaves of Grass, the count depending 
on how they are distinguished: scholars who hold that an edition is an entirely new set of type 
will count the 1855, 1856, 1860, 1867, 1871-72, and 1881 printings; whereas others will 
include the 1876, 1888-1889, and 1891—1892 (the "deathbed edition") releases. 

The inaugural volume of poetry was preceded by a prose preface of 827 lines. The 
succeeding untitled twelve poems totaled 2315 lines—1336 lines belonging to the first 
untitled poem, later called "Song of Myself". The book received its strongest praise from 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, who wrote a flattering five-page letter to Whitman and spoke highly 
of the book to friends. The first edition of Leaves of Grass was widely distributed and stirred 
up significant interest, in part due to Emerson's approval, but was occasionally criticized for 
the seemingly "obscene" nature of the poetry. 

As the end of 1891 approached, he prepared a final edition of Leaves of Grass, a version that 
has been nicknamed the "Deathbed Edition". He wrote, "L. of G. at last complete—after 33 
y'rs of hackling at it, all times & moods of my life, fair weather & foul, all parts of the land, 
and peace & war, young & old." Preparing for death, Whitman commissioned a granite 
mausoleum shaped like a house for $4,000 and visited it often during construction. In the last 
week of his life, he was too weak to lift a knife or fork and wrote: "I suffer all the time: I have 
no relief, no escape: it is monotony—monotony—monotony—in pain." 


> Writing: 


O 
O 


Whitman's work breaks the boundaries of poetic form and is generally prose-like. 

He also used unusual images and symbols in his poetry, including rotting leaves, tufts of 
straw, and debris. 

He also openly wrote about death and sexuality, including prostitution. 

He is often labeled as the father of free verse, though he did not invent it. 

Whitman wrote in the preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass, "The proof of a poet is 
that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has absorbed it." 

He believed there was a vital, symbiotic relationship between the poet and society. This 
connection was emphasized especially in "Song of Myself" by using an all-powerful first- 
person narration. As an American epic, it deviated from the historic use of an elevated hero 
and instead assumed the identity of the common people. 

Leaves of Grass was often labeled pornographic or obscene. 
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Whitman reportedly enjoyed bathing naked and sunbathing nude. In his work Manly Health and 
Training, written under the pseudonym Mose Velsor, he advised men to swim naked. In A Sun- 
bathed Nakedness, he wrote, 


Never before did I get so close to Nature; never before did she come so close to me ... Nature was 
naked, and I was also ... Sweet, sane, still Nakedness in Nature! — ah if poor, sick, prurient humanity 
in cities might really know you once more! Is not nakedness indecent? No, not inherently. It is your 
thought, your sophistication, your fear, your respectability, that is indecent. There come moods when 
these clothes of ours are not only too irksome to wear, but are themselves indecent. 


Whitman is often described as America's national poet. 


Walt Whitman has been claimed as the first "poet of democracy" in the United States, a title meant to 
reflect his ability to write in a singularly American character. 


Andrew Carnegie called him "the great poet of America so far”. 
Literary critic Harold Bloom wrote, as the introduction for the 150th anniversary of Leaves of Grass: 


If you are American, then Walt Whitman is your imaginative father and mother, even if, like myself, 
you have never composed a line of verse. You can nominate a fair number of literary works as 
candidates for the secular Scripture of the United States. They might include Melville's Moby- 

Dick, Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and Emerson's two series of Essays and The Conduct 
of Life. None of those, not even Emerson's, are as central as the first edition of Leaves of Grass. 








Whitman is one of the most influential American poets, 
To poet Langston Hughes, who wrote, "I, too, sing America", Whitman was a literary. 
Lawrence Ferlinghetti numbered himself among Whitman's "wild children”. 


Whitman also influenced Bram Stoker, author of Dracula, and was a model for the character of 
Dracula. Stoker said in his notes that Dracula represented the quintessential male which, to Stoker, 
was Whitman, with whom he corresponded until Whitman's death. 


Works 
o Franklin Evans (1842) 
The Half-Breed; A Tale of the Western Frontier (1846) 
Life and Adventures of Jack Engle (serialized in 1852) 
Leaves of Grass (1855, the first of seven editions through 1891) 
Manly Health and Training (1858) 
Drum-Taps (1865) 
Democratic Vistas (1871) 
Memoranda During the War (1876) 
o Specimen Days (1882) 
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Walt Whitman is America’s world poet—a latter-day successor to Homer, Virgil, Dante, and 
Shakespeare. In Leaves of Grass (1855, 1891-2), he celebrated democracy, nature, love, and 
friendship. This monumental work chanted praises to the body as well as to the soul, and found 
beauty and reassurance even in death. Along with Emily Dickinson, Whitman is regarded as one of 
America’s most significant 19th-century poets and would influence later many poets, including Ezra 
Pound, William Carlos Williams, Allen Ginsberg, Simon Ortiz, C.K. Williams, and Martin Espada. 


Leaves of Grass: This important publication underwent eight subsequent editions during his lifetime 
as Whitman expanded and revised the poetry and added more to the original collection of 12 poems. 
Emerson himself declared the first edition was “the most extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that 
America has yet contributed.” 


According to The Longman Anthology of Poetry, “Whitman received little public acclaim for his 
poems during his lifetime for several reasons: this openness regarding sex, his self-presentation as a 
rough working man, and his stylistic innovations.” A poet who “abandoned the regular meter and 
rhyme patterns” of his contemporaries, Whitman was “influenced by the long cadences and 
rhetorical strategies of Biblical poetry.” 
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